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“The	  System	  Stinks:	  Sources	  of	  Inspiration	  for	  the	  Buddhist	  Peace	  Fellowship”	  Helen	  J.	  Baroni	  	  	   The	  Buddhist	  Peace	  Fellowship	  (BPF),	  an	  organization	  dedicated	  to	  bringing	  the	  Buddhist	  perspective	  to	  an	  existing	  network	  of	  peace	  and	  social	  justice	  movements	  in	  the	  English	  speaking	  world,	  was	  first	  established	  in	  1978	  in	  the	  wake	  of	  America’s	  withdrawal	  from	  Vietnam	  and	  at	  the	  height	  of	  the	  anti-­‐nuclear	  movement.	  The	  language	  used	  to	  express	  its	  goals	  has	  shifted	  somewhat	  through	  the	  decades,	  nuanced	  by	  the	  sensibilities	  of	  subsequent	  generations	  of	  leadership,	  but	  its	  core	  mission	  remains	  largely	  unchanged.	  The	  current	  mission	  statement	  reads,	  “The	  mission	  of	  the	  Buddhist	  Peace	  Fellowship	  (BPF)…	  is	  to	  serve	  as	  a	  catalyst	  for	  socially	  engaged	  Buddhism.	  Our	  purpose	  is	  to	  help	  beings	  liberate	  themselves	  from	  the	  suffering	  that	  manifests	  in	  individuals,	  relationships,	  institutions,	  and	  social	  systems.”1	  	   The	  founding	  members	  of	  the	  BPF	  board,	  Robert	  Aitken,	  Nelson	  Foster,	  and	  Michael	  Roach,	  originally	  envisioned	  it	  as	  a	  national	  network	  of	  local	  chapters	  of	  like-­‐minded	  individuals	  undertaking	  peacemaking	  and	  ecological	  projects	  at	  the	  regional	  and	  local	  level.	  	  They	  self-­‐consciously	  drew	  inspiration	  from	  various	  historical	  Buddhist	  teachers	  and	  texts	  from	  all	  sectors	  of	  the	  Buddhist	  tradition.	  They	  openly	  acknowledged	  that	  the	  tradition	  had	  not	  yet	  developed	  a	  thoroughgoing	  social	  justice	  framework	  comparable	  to	  the	  Christian	  Social	  Gospel	  movement	  of	  the	  19th	  century,	  at	  least	  not	  in	  the	  Mahayana	  denominations	  within	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Buddhists	  to	  action.	  	  The	  early	  leaders	  worked	  in	  the	  usual	  media	  of	  the	  day,	  photocopying	  or	  mimeographing,	  stuffing	  envelopes	  and	  sending	  out	  large	  conventional	  mailings.	  	  As	  the	  movement	  progressed	  through	  time,	  it	  matured	  to	  produce	  an	  award-­‐winning,	  quarterly	  print	  journal,	  Turning	  Wheel	  Magazine.	  In	  Fall	  2011,	  BPF	  suspended	  publication	  of	  the	  print	  journal	  and	  launched	  its	  new	  website	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looked	  backwards	  in	  order	  to	  better	  find	  their	  way	  forward.	  	  Engagement	  with	  current	  circumstances	  was	  balanced	  with	  a	  strong	  sense	  of	  historical	  awareness.	  	  This	  aspect	  of	  BPF	  philosophy	  does	  not	  appear	  to	  be	  operative	  today.	  When	  I	  asked	  current	  staff	  members	  to	  name	  the	  Buddhist	  teachers	  that	  provided	  inspiration	  for	  their	  work,	  I	  noted	  that	  with	  the	  exception	  of	  the	  historical	  Buddha,	  they	  named	  only	  living	  teachers.	  	  The	  20th	  century	  founders	  have	  themselves	  become	  the	  firm	  foundation	  inspiring	  the	  way	  forward.	  In	  this	  sense,	  the	  founders	  were	  successful	  in	  creating	  a	  framework	  for	  the	  movement,	  but	  the	  BPF	  appears	  to	  have	  lost	  its	  original	  commitment	  to	  exploring	  the	  historical	  aspects	  of	  the	  larger	  Buddhist	  tradition	  for	  inspiration.	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membership	  subsequently	  elected	  Robert	  Aitken,	  Nelson	  Foster,	  both	  from	  Hawaii,	  and	  Michael	  Roche,	  from	  the	  Bay	  area,	  as	  the	  first	  BPF	  board	  members.	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Rather	  than	  cause	  a	  schism,	  we	  welcomed	  everyone	  to	  join	  Buddhist	  Peace	  Fellowship	  and	  promised	  we	  would	  not	  speak	  for	  the	  Diamond	  Sangha.”	  	  	   In	  our	  discussions,	  Foster	  acknowledged	  that	  political	  activism	  likewise	  caused	  tension	  at	  Zen	  sanghas	  in	  other	  parts	  of	  the	  United	  States.	  To	  illustrate	  the	  point,	  he	  recounted	  for	  me	  a	  visit	  he	  made	  to	  the	  Zen	  Center	  of	  Los	  Angeles	  (ZCLA)	  in	  the	  late	  1970s	  or	  early	  1980s	  while	  working	  with	  Andy	  Cooper,	  then	  editor	  of	  Ten	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Buddhist	  Peace	  Fellowship.”6	  	  Archival	  letters	  indicate	  that	  locally	  Al	  Bloom	  was	  less	  successful	  in	  eliciting	  support	  for	  BPF	  in	  the	  closely	  related	  Honpa	  Hongwanji	  Mission	  of	  Hawaii.	  	  	   By	  1983,	  membership	  in	  the	  United	  States	  had	  grown	  tenfold	  to	  approximately	  340,	  with	  a	  male	  to	  female	  ratio	  of	  approximately	  60/40.	  	  Imamura	  made	  a	  request	  that	  efforts	  be	  made	  to	  identify	  denominational	  affiliation	  of	  new	  members,	  so	  that	  progress	  could	  be	  tracked.	  The	  board	  authorized	  the	  creation	  of	  a	  new,	  computerized	  mailing	  list,	  which	  included	  denominational	  affiliation	  where	  possible.	  	  Based	  on	  this	  information	  as	  well	  as	  the	  affiliation	  of	  other	  well-­‐known	  members,	  the	  denominational	  breakdown	  in	  1983	  was	  approximately:	  59%	  Zen,	  18%	  Vipassana,	  8%	  Tibetan	  and	  15%	  Shin	  Buddhist.	  	  	   Currently,	  BPF	  leaders	  express	  no	  serious	  concerns	  about	  the	  demographic	  profile	  of	  the	  membership	  regarding	  gender,	  denominational	  affiliation	  or	  ethnic	  origin.	  	  At	  this	  stage,	  they	  are	  more	  concerned	  with	  developing	  programs	  that	  allow	  for	  full	  participation	  by	  people	  at	  different	  stages	  of	  life.	  	  They	  are	  aware,	  for	  example,	  that	  their	  members	  include	  Buddhists	  of	  all	  ages,	  some	  raising	  small	  children,	  others	  caring	  for	  aging	  parents,	  while	  not	  a	  few	  are	  feeling	  the	  limitations	  inherent	  in	  their	  own	  aging	  process.7	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“Doing	  Buddha	  Work”	  by	  Francis	  Dojun	  Cook,	  UC	  Riverside	  “A	  Tibetan	  Perspective	  on	  the	  Cultivation	  of	  Peace”	  by	  Robert	  W.	  Clark	  “Theravada	  Buddhism	  and	  Social	  Activism”	  by	  Michael	  Roche	  	  Some	  of	  these	  articles	  as	  well	  as	  contributions	  from	  later	  newsletters	  were	  revised	  and	  published	  in	  the	  BPF’s	  first	  edited	  volume,	  The	  Path	  of	  Compassion;	  Writings	  on	  
Socially	  Engaged	  Buddhism	  (Parallax	  Press	  1988).8	  	  	   In	  1981,	  Fred	  Eppsteiner	  served	  as	  guest	  editor	  of	  the	  Feature	  Section,	  where	  he	  presented	  his	  project,	  “Exemplars	  of	  Engaged	  Buddhism,”	  in	  two	  parts.	  He	  described	  the	  project	  as	  “first	  steps	  toward	  our	  goal	  of	  creating	  a	  literature	  of	  ‘engaged	  Buddhism’	  in	  English…	  	  This	  initial	  stage	  of	  our	  search	  was	  mainly	  confined	  to	  published	  literature,	  while	  the	  vast	  oral	  and	  written	  traditions	  of	  each	  Buddhist	  culture	  remain	  largely	  untapped.”	  The	  feature	  included	  translations	  of	  Jataka	  tales	  and	  writings	  by	  or	  about	  Fu	  Daishi,	  Prince	  Shotoku,	  Tetsugen,	  Han	  Shan,	  Ling	  Tsung,	  Seng	  Meng,	  King	  Ashoka,	  Kukai	  and	  Chang	  Ping-­‐Lin.	  	  	   The	  Chittagong	  Hill	  Tract	  project	  was	  initially	  proposed	  and	  spearheaded	  by	  Michael	  Roche.	  	  BPF	  files	  explain	  that	  the	  project	  was	  intended	  “to	  end	  the	  systematic	  denial	  of	  land	  and	  life	  to	  the	  600,000	  tribal	  people	  of	  the	  Chittagong	  Hill	  Tracts,	  Bangladesh;	  500,000	  of	  these	  people	  are	  fellow	  Buddhists.”	  	  Roche	  planned	  a	  fact-­‐finding	  trip,	  jointly	  sponsored	  by	  BPF	  and	  FOR,	  to	  various	  places	  throughout	  Asia.	  	  BPF	  provided	  several	  kinds	  of	  support	  for	  Roche	  beyond	  the	  small	  monetary	  contribution	  to	  his	  travel	  expenses.	  Foster	  and	  Aitken	  provided	  names	  and	  contact	  information	  for	  people	  in	  Asia.	  Aitken	  likewise	  provided	  a	  letter	  of	  introduction	  for	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  8	  Susan	  Moon,	  longtime	  editor	  of	  the	  BPF	  journal	  Turning	  Wheel,	  later	  produced	  Not	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Roche	  to	  use	  with	  Buddhist	  leaders	  and	  government	  officials.	  	  Foster	  made	  a	  request	  for	  additional	  financial	  support	  from	  BPF	  members	  in	  the	  newsletter,	  and	  later	  published	  Roche’s	  full	  report	  of	  the	  mission	  in	  two	  installments	  in	  later	  numbers.	  	  	   All	  of	  the	  work	  done	  by	  BPF	  board	  members	  and	  staff	  was	  unpaid	  and	  voluntary	  until	  the	  board	  took	  steps	  to	  hire	  a	  part-­‐time	  staff	  member	  in	  1982.	  	  The	  September	  1981	  newsletter	  reported	  that	  at	  their	  first	  face-­‐to-­‐face	  meeting	  in	  May,	  the	  board	  agreed	  in	  principle	  to	  hiring	  paid	  staff.	  	  They	  authorized	  a	  funding	  search	  for	  the	  $5400	  needed	  to	  underwrite	  the	  position.	  	  The	  board	  decided	  to	  request	  financial	  support	  from	  BPF	  members,	  who	  were	  not	  charged	  annual	  dues	  and	  had	  for	  the	  most	  part	  only	  given	  one	  small	  donation	  when	  they	  first	  joined.	  	  
Developments	  in	  Structures	  	  	   The	  BPF	  board	  while	  unpaid,	  was	  very	  much	  a	  hands	  on,	  working	  board.	  	  Although	  early	  documents	  envision	  them	  contributing	  just	  “several	  hours	  a	  month	  to	  BPF’s	  work,”9	  it	  is	  clear	  that	  they	  often	  spent	  much	  longer	  hours	  and	  in	  some	  cases	  burned	  out	  as	  a	  result.	  	  It	  should	  be	  noted	  that	  the	  board	  members	  were	  all	  busy	  people,	  often	  engaged	  in	  full	  time	  employment	  or	  otherwise	  occupied	  with	  heavy	  teaching	  and	  publishing	  commitments.	  	  Nelson	  Foster	  frequently	  commented	  in	  the	  early	  years	  on	  the	  need	  to	  distribute	  the	  workload.	  	  He	  himself	  soon	  made	  arrangements,	  for	  example,	  to	  shift	  responsibility	  for	  the	  newsletter	  to	  a	  group	  of	  friends	  in	  the	  Bay	  area	  chapter.	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   As	  the	  movement	  stabilized	  and	  began	  to	  mature	  in	  the	  early	  1980s,	  Aitken	  proposed	  that	  BPF	  shift	  from	  its	  initial	  pattern	  focused	  on	  individual	  membership	  to	  one	  that	  fostered	  the	  growth	  of	  a	  network	  of	  local	  chapters,	  such	  as	  already	  existed	  in	  Hawaii	  and	  in	  the	  Bay	  area.	  	  He	  envisioned	  preserving	  the	  option	  for	  individual	  membership	  for	  more	  isolated	  members,	  but	  preferred	  to	  build	  upon	  the	  rapid	  formation	  of	  chapters	  then	  emerging	  throughout	  the	  United	  States.	  He	  suggested	  that	  the	  system	  would	  be	  most	  effective	  if	  the	  national	  board	  fully	  empowered	  local	  chapters	  to	  operate	  within	  a	  coordinated	  structure.	  	  Each	  local	  chapter	  would	  function	  as	  a	  collective	  with	  one	  or	  two	  special	  concerns,	  such	  that	  the	  workload	  could	  be	  effectively	  and	  efficiently	  distributed,	  and	  chapters	  did	  not	  reduplicate	  one	  another’s	  efforts.	  	  	  	   It	  appears	  that	  the	  structure	  of	  local	  chapters	  that	  emerged	  in	  the	  mid-­‐1980s	  continued	  to	  function	  effectively	  for	  some	  time,	  but	  that	  in	  recent	  years	  the	  number	  of	  active	  groups	  rapidly	  dwindled.	  	  Recognized	  the	  trend,	  current	  leadership	  are	  now	  focusing	  their	  efforts	  on	  rebuilding	  BPF	  as	  a	  web	  based	  community.	  	  Exploring	  the	  decline	  of	  the	  local	  chapter	  model	  is	  beyond	  the	  scope	  of	  the	  current	  study,	  and	  would	  require	  extensive	  use	  of	  the	  archives	  located	  at	  the	  San	  Francisco	  headquarters.	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wording,	  such	  as	  jettisoning	  the	  now	  harsh	  sounding	  language	  of	  Buddhist	  ideology	  in	  favor	  of	  the	  more	  felicitous	  references	  to	  the	  Buddhist	  Way.	  Despite	  the	  shifting	  language	  used	  to	  express	  the	  BPF	  mission	  over	  the	  years,	  the	  basic	  import	  and	  general	  format	  remained	  intact	  for	  approximately	  thirty	  years.10	  	  The	  more	  recent	  reworking	  of	  the	  mission	  statement	  published	  online	  represents	  the	  most	  dramatic	  development	  in	  BPF	  history.	  	   The	  first	  reiteration	  of	  the	  statement	  of	  purpose	  was	  designed	  to	  expand	  the	  movement	  to	  encompass	  environmental	  concerns	  to	  protect	  all	  sentient	  beings	  and	  the	  earth	  itself.	  	  One	  notes	  that	  Gary	  Snyder,	  well	  known	  Beat	  poet	  and	  environmental	  activist,	  had	  recently	  been	  elected	  to	  the	  board	  when	  this	  alteration	  was	  proposed	  to	  the	  membership	  in	  October	  1982;	  it	  seems	  likely	  that	  he	  initiated	  the	  process.	  	  In	  addition	  to	  adding	  ecological	  sensibilities	  into	  the	  existing	  statements,	  the	  board	  likewise	  proposed	  adding	  a	  seventh	  statement	  related	  to	  ecumenical	  concerns	  within	  the	  larger	  Buddhist	  community:	  “To	  offer	  avenues	  to	  realize	  the	  kinship	  among	  groups	  and	  members	  of	  the	  American	  and	  world	  sangha.”11	  	  	  	   In	  April	  1982,	  Aitken	  laid	  the	  groundwork	  for	  revising	  the	  mission	  statement,	  when	  he	  consulted	  a	  select	  group	  of	  concerned	  members12	  about	  possible	  projects	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that	  BPF	  could	  employ	  to	  ground	  the	  new	  language	  of	  becoming	  an	  “all	  species	  movement”	  with	  concrete	  actions.	  Gary	  Snyder,	  Nelson	  Foster	  and	  I	  have	  discussed	  off	  and	  on	  over	  the	  past	  two	  years	  ways	  and	  means	  we	  may	  make	  the	  BPF	  an	  all	  species	  movement…	  There	  are	  two	  steps	  to	  the	  enlargement	  of	  our	  movement	  to	  include	  all	  species.	  	  The	  first	  is	  mechanical,	  to	  correct	  our	  constitution	  and	  statement	  of	  purposes.	  	  This	  is	  an	  internal	  matter	  and	  can	  be	  taken	  care	  of	  through	  our	  democratic	  process.	  	  The	  second	  step	  is	  to	  find	  a	  specific	  project	  upon	  which	  we	  can	  focus	  and	  which	  is	  likely	  to	  capture	  the	  imagination	  of	  our	  members.	  	  	  	  Aitken	  alluded	  to	  a	  Greenpeace	  campaign	  then	  focused	  on	  “the	  plight	  of	  whales	  and	  seals”	  as	  an	  example	  of	  the	  style	  of	  project	  that	  would	  serve	  their	  purpose.	  In	  a	  postscript	  written	  to	  the	  local	  Hawaii	  chapter	  of	  the	  BPF,	  Aitken	  proposed	  a	  local	  cause.	  	  “Now	  that	  I	  have	  this	  memo	  typed	  and	  printed,	  it	  occurs	  to	  me	  that	  we	  in	  Hawaii	  have	  an	  issue	  that	  may	  fit,	  right	  in	  our	  own	  backyard,	  the	  use	  of	  the	  Island	  of	  Kaho`olawe	  as	  a	  U.S.	  Navy	  bombing	  target,	  the	  subject	  of	  protest	  by	  Native	  Hawaiians	  whose	  slogan	  has	  become	  “Aloha	  Aina”—“Love	  of	  the	  Land.”	  	  	  	   Aitken’s	  letter	  reveals	  two	  enduring	  aspects	  of	  BPF	  workings.	  	  First,	  that	  the	  leadership	  has	  always	  striven	  to	  pair	  verbal	  affirmation	  of	  their	  principals	  with	  calls	  for	  action,	  while	  providing	  specific	  projects	  that	  allow	  the	  membership	  to	  get	  directly	  involved	  in	  social	  activism.	  	  Second,	  BPF	  has	  encouraged	  members	  to	  engage	  with	  broad	  issues	  affecting	  large	  swathes	  of	  society	  or	  the	  natural	  world,	  while	  simultaneously	  looking	  for	  local	  projects	  where	  they	  are	  able	  not	  only	  to	  get	  involved,	  but	  are	  more	  likely	  to	  see	  evidence	  that	  their	  small	  contribution	  makes	  a	  difference.13	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  13	  Aitken	  expressed	  similar	  sentiments	  in	  his	  personal	  correspondence.	  	  See	  Love,	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   The	  current	  Mission	  Statement	  published	  on	  the	  BPF	  website	  expresses	  many	  of	  the	  original	  principals	  using	  entirely	  new	  modes	  of	  expression:	  	  	  	  Buddhist	  Peace	  Fellowship	  embraces	  a	  triple	  treasure	  of	  compassionate	  action	  –	  learning,	  speaking,	  and	  doing.	  	  Speaking/Communication:	  Our	  public	  voice	  brings	  Buddhist	  teachings	  into	  conversation	  with	  situations	  in	  the	  world,	  inspiring	  and	  informing	  action	  for	  peace.	  	  Learning/Community:	  Our	  trainings	  strengthen	  Buddhist	  leadership	  for	  peace,	  and	  build	  socially	  engaged	  Buddhist	  communities.	  	  Doing/Collaboration:	  As	  part	  of	  the	  mandala	  of	  social	  change,	  we	  act	  in	  collaboration	  with	  other	  organizations	  and	  individuals,	  working	  together	  to	  cultivate	  the	  conditions	  for	  peace.14	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creativity	  and	  technical	  savvy	  to	  maximize	  it	  presence	  within	  the	  larger	  community	  of	  peacemaking	  organizations.	  	  In	  reviewing	  the	  current	  news	  and	  pedagogical	  materials	  in	  light	  of	  the	  earliest	  editions	  of	  the	  newsletter,	  one	  is	  struck	  by	  elements	  of	  stark	  contrast	  and	  remarkable	  continuity.	  	  Sadly,	  the	  most	  obvious	  contrast	  entails	  the	  urgent	  need	  to	  cover	  violence	  perpetrated	  by	  Buddhists,	  such	  as	  witnessed	  by	  recent	  events	  in	  Burma,	  set	  against	  the	  initial	  hope	  to	  “serve	  as	  a	  focus	  of	  concern	  for	  the	  suppression	  of	  Buddhism	  whenever	  and	  wherever	  it	  occurs.”18	  One	  element	  of	  continuity	  is	  the	  continued	  challenge	  that	  BPF	  members	  experience	  in	  striving	  to	  combine	  their	  commitment	  to	  social	  activism	  with	  their	  practice	  within	  their	  home	  sanghas,	  a	  challenge	  that	  undergirds	  the	  continued	  existence	  of	  the	  movement.19	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  18	  First	  mission	  statement	  included	  in	  the	  initial	  proposal,	  dated	  August	  24,	  1978.	  19	  See,	  for	  example,	  “Do	  We	  Scare	  Off	  People	  with	  our	  Spiritual	  Activism”,	  posted	  January	  29,	  2014.	  http://www.buddhistpeacefellowship.org/do-­‐we-­‐scare-­‐off-­‐people-­‐with-­‐our-­‐spiritual-­‐activism/	  March	  10,	  2014.	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